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DEDICATION
I am pleased to announce the dedication of my undergraduate honors dissertation “Whose
Expectation: Ideal Beauty and the Cultural Construction of the American Woman” to my sweet
grandmother, Betty Jo Dulaney, Sr., who has impacted my life in more ways than she may know.
As a woman growing up in the 40s and reaching adulthood and having children
beginning in the late 60s/early 70s, my grandmother experienced much of what I discuss in this
dissertation. Having less opportunities as a woman did not stop her from taking on every role she
desired, and it sure didn’t stop her from breaking and changing the rules. She has worn many
different hats in her life, including wife, mother, veteran’s daughter, college graduate, teacher, an
advocate for education and equity, philanthropist, and community leader. She is strong-willed,
ambitious, and kind. I believe I have a lot of her in me, and some of that comes through these
very pages. She has been a wonderful role model for me and her other fifteen grandchildren and
thirteen great grandchildren.
Her determination, outward thinking, and charismatic personality are only a few reasons
that so many people adore her. When “proper” society told her that having a maternal-lineage did
not exist, she created it and named her daughter Betty Jo Dulaney, Jr. Her legacy lives in the
hearts of many right now; it lives in me and will continue to impact the lies of so many long after
she leaves this place.
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ABSTRACT
My research project “Whose Expectation? Ideal Beauty and the Cultural Construction of
the American Woman” explores the cultural and political climate of American society over the
last four centuries, analyzing how ideal beauty standards have worked in the lives of American
women over the years, examining (1) how they have been negotiated by women at different
times of cultural and political flux, (2) how, although beauty has long been an integral aspect of
feminine identity, it has become even more so with the introduction of new technologies
(advertising, tv, makeup, etc.), and (3) how as a result, the definition of 'beauty' has come to
mean the value of external displays of beauty as opposed to internal displays in response to the
changing structure of American society in accordance with the rise of mass consumerism.
In this research paper, I examine a number of primary sources, specifically those
considered to fall into the umbrella of ‘women’s literature,’ that is, writing by women, for
women, and/or about women, including but not limited to best-selling novels, women’s
magazines, and etiquette manuals, at different historical moments in the United States to show:
one, how cultural ideologies of Western society (those old and new) inform expectations of
beauty (both internally and externally) and thus have played a vital role in shaping identities of
American women; two, how, despite shifting norms and values over time, gendered ideologies
work to standardize experience, asserting themselves in a variety of cultural mediums; three,
how these mediums reveal a tension between real and ideal displays of identity as women
navigated their roles at different moments in history four, how, in this navigation of newfound
freedoms, women often find themselves in a paradoxical relationship where identity is informed
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by shifting roles and increased agency but also insists on preserving conventional notions of
beauty; and finally, how this tension exists throughout history, only taking new forms and faces.
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INTRODUCTION
Perhaps I lay bare the ideas, the prejudices, that lie behind this statement you will find that they
have some bearing upon women and some upon fiction. At any rate, when a subject is highly
controversial–and any question about sex is that–one cannot hope to tell the truth. One can only
show how one came to hold whatever opinion one does hold. One can only give one’s audience
the chance of drawing their own conclusions as they observe the limitations, the prejudices, the
idiosyncrasies of the speaker. Fiction here is likely to contain more truth than fact.1
–Virginia Woolf, 1929
This dissertation centers around the centuries–old question: How do we determine what
makes a woman beautiful? Or as many feminist scholars have asked instead: who or what
decides which qualities label a woman beautiful, and thus desirable? For centuries, women have
endured the pressure to live up to an idealistic version of femininity. Western femininity consists
of a number of different qualities ranging from inward beauty and morality to physical beauty
and sexuality. Following the example of many other studies, this research project argues that
feminine beauty is temporally, culturally, and politically defined.2 Since its inception, gendered
ideologies like patriarchy and hegemony have been at the forefront of American society, defining
what it means to be an American citizen, and in this particular context, what it means to be an
American woman.3 In her book titled The Creation of Patriarchy, feminist historian Gerda
Woolf, Virginia. (1929). A Room of One’s Own, pg. 1.
See Ellis, K.R. (2008). Bodies of Thought, Sites of Anxiety: The Representation of the Female Body in
“Cosmopolitan” Magazine during the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. Also Pierce, Carol Marjorie. (1985).
“Cosmopolitan: The Democratization of American Beauty Culture.” Also Matelski, Elizabeth M. (2011). “The
Color(s)of Perfection: The Feminine Body, Beauty Ideals, and Identity in Postwar America, 1945-1970.” Also Hum,
Nat. (2008). “The ‘Beauty Myth’ Is No Myth.”
3
Patriarchy is defined as a social system that is entirely male-centered, male-identified, and male-dominated. Power
is held by and transferred through men, which is accomplished through the establishment of laws, or customs that
make leadership and educational opportunities more accessible and favorable for men than women. The two terms
are also closely studied in the context of hierarchical systems of race, gender, and class in America, where white,
upper-class males have existed at the top in positions of power and influence while those ‘others’ become subject to
oppression and assimilation. Also see Kerber, Linda. “The Paradox of Women's Citizenship in the Early Republic:
1
2
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Lerner argues that “For nearly four thousand years women have shaped their lives and acted
under the umbrella of patriarchy.”4 Trinh Minh-ha suggests something similar, stating that
“hegemony works at leveling out differences and at standardizing contexts and expectations in
the smallest details of our daily lives.”5 In addition, in Susan Bordo’s book Unbearable Weight:
Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body, she suggests that the construction of femininity “is
always homogenizing and normalizing…insisting that all women aspire to a coercive,
standardized ideal.”6
Within the prevailing ideological framework, conventional displays of gender
(masculinity and femininity) are prescribed to individuals based on biological anatomy, where
women are deemed the weaker sex.7 This phallocentric8 belief that men are superior to women
stems from an Aristotelean thought called the mind-body dichotomy, which holds that the mind
and body are disparate parts of the human existence rather than interwoven, interdependent
working parts of the human experience that linked man to the mind and women to the body.9
Similarly, the separate spheres concept presents a gendered ideology where a woman’s place is in

The Case of Martin vs. Massachusetts, 1805.” And Saraswati, L. Ayu. (2011). “Why Beauty Matters to Postcolonial
Nation’s Masters: Reading Narrative of Female Beauty…”
4
Lerner, Gerda. (New York, 1986), pg. 212-213.
5
Minh-ha, Trinh T. 1997. “Not You/Like You'' pg. 1; Paired with this hierarchical social structure is a specific type
of masculinity, termed ‘hegemonic masculinity,’ which has garnered significant attention in the discourse of women
and gender studies, with a particular emphasis in post-colonial studies. This is a type of masculinity that is
dependent on power and domination not only reliant on the existence of a certain contrasting version of femininity
that supports this dominance but also on the suppression of ‘other’ masculinities and femininities, which are seen as
potential threats to patriarchal power structures.
6
Susan Bordo. (Berkeley, 2003). “The Body and Reproduction of Femininity,” from Unbearable Weight: Feminism,
Western Culture, and the Body, pg. 169.
7
Ibid., pg. 166, 172.
8
In English 385, I learned that phallocentrism is largely connected with the term penis envy because phallos refers
to penis in Greek, while centro means center; this is the belief system in which men are valued above women in
society. French feminist Hélène Cixous (1970) relates this term to Patriarchy.
9
See discussion of Figure 3. Also see Kerber, Linda (1988), “Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman’s Place:
The Rhetoric of Women’s History.”
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the private sphere, confined to domestic solitude, while a man’s place is in the public sphere, free
to indulge in activities of the mind like education and politics.
Definitions of Western femininity have been informed by sexual opposition that frames
women as being in a constant state of lack.10 As many scholars argue, the American woman has
been shaped through a variety of mediums that have traditionally been controlled by men and
thus is geared towards the benefit of men, creating ideal perceptions of what feminine beauty and
sexuality should look like.11 Louise Althusser, a French Marxist philosopher, wrote on this
subject in the 1970s in an essay titled “Ideology and the Ideological State Apparatuses,” in which
he argues a new concept called ‘interpellation,’ which refers to the process by which individuals
‘interpellate,’ or internalize, ideologies fostered by a variety of mediums that make individuals
subject to surveillance, both by themselves and others.12 Even before this, he deemed ideology a
“system of representations,” which often has political aims “to shape our value system by
“stuffing every ‘citizen’ with his daily doses of nationalism, chauvinism, liberalism, moralism,
and so on, by means of the press, radio and television.”13 That being said, women’s bodies have
been both a medium of ideology as well as a medium of self-expression through which standards

10

In Sigmund Freud’s lecture titled “Femininity” (1933), presents “penis envy,” also referred to as the “castration
complex,” which is a theory of female psychosexual development that presents phallocentric, heterosexual belief
systems about female sexuality and argues that women experience deprivation in realizing they do not have a penis.
This implies a mindset centered on male dominance, suggesting women are in a constant state of lack compared to
men from birth. This argument poses problems in thinking about female sexuality both within and outside of
heteronormative relationships.
11
In “The Laugh of Medusa” (1977), Hélène Cixous refers to the term logocentrism, which stems from the notion
that spoken or written word is more powerful than silence, or nonverbal gestures; in this tradition of patriarchy, men
have controlled this realm of society for most of recorded history and thus it has contributed to the oppression and
suppression of women.
12
Muraveva, Ekaterina and University of Alcalá. 2018. “Beauty Magazines’ Discourse in the Dystopian World of
Louise O’Neill’s Only Ever Yours.” Estudios Irlandeses: pg. 144. Anna Gough-Yates (2003) argues the same in her
discussion of ideology and Althusser in Understanding Women’s Magazines: Publishing, Markets, and Readership,
pg. 144.
13
Ibid.
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of beauty have been an integral aspect of feminine identity. For example, in Bordo’s chapter
titled “The Body and Reproduction of Femininity,” she argues “our bodies are trained, shaped,
and impressed with the stamp of prevailing historical forms of selfhood, desire, masculinity, and
femininity.”14 Therefore, by considering the influence of various mediums working as vital tools
of interpellation, we observe how the female body is attempted to be managed according to
prevailing ideological frameworks. At times when gender roles are in flux, we can see how
standards of beauty become points of tension, with the female body representing a site of cultural
struggle and negotiation paired with the introduction of new freedoms and technologies.15
Furthermore, at least one other scholar has argued that women learn early on in their lives
to conform to ideal standards of femininity because their futures, in terms of economic, social
and relationship opportunities, depends on their outward appearance much more so than men’s.16
Historically, beauty has been a significant part of feminine identity through which women have
been taught to assert their value. Especially in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, feminine
beauty was informed by expectations of internal beauty and morality, where one’s worth was
displayed through conduct. Specifically, a woman’s outward appearance was believed to be
indicative of her virtue, upon which her desirability was based.17 Natural beauty, as seen in

14

Bordo, “The Body and Reproduction of Femininity,” pg. 165-166.
At points of cultural and political change in later centuries, makeup and other beauty products are introduced and
used increasingly by women in addition to reformulations of dieting and other methods of outward maintenance that
arise, such as the use of fake eyelashes and more.
16
Smith, E. O. (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2002). “When Culture and Biology Collide: Why We
Are Stressed, Depressed,” pg. 53.
17
There have been various works of literature from the early-eighteenth century in which women have been
criticized for their use of beauty enhancement products and charged with having a certain dishonesty or dishonor.
Two examples from eighteenth-century England that portrayed this conventional belief in the form of satire are
Alexander Pope’s “The Rape of the Lock” (1717) and Jonathan Swift’s “The Lady’s Dressing Room” (1732). In
both Pope’s and Swift’s poems, women’s beauty regimes are framed as disgusting and ill-willed. Each poem frames
beauty and methods of achieving beauty as a means of using a woman’s outward charms to hide her inward faults in
order to trick men into believing her to be a virtuous woman. Each poem also cautions men to be wary of the same.
15
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eighteenth-century writings about picturesque beauty18, was most desirable as it alluded to a
woman’s purity, which was of high consideration for men looking to court. When a woman
attempted to alter her natural beauty, it was often viewed as an attempt to hide her inward
imperfections.19
Women’s moral education provided women with specific guidelines on how to meet
ideological social standards. For example, Sarah Emily Newton says that conduct books capture
attempts “to formulate...a code of ethical behavior that delineates approved gender roles,” and
argues that by examining conduct literature as well as its influence on American fiction, we can
see “into the avowed ideals and behavior of young people...in early America and beyond.” 20
Newton also details the kinds of behaviors conduct books taught young men and women in
addition to their implications for gender relations:
The early American conduct text (or English, often reprinted in America) contains a
formalized description of appropriate behavior, usually gender oriented and always based
on the Christian ethic, intended for the inexperienced young adult or other youthful
reader. Arguing both from religion and nature, the writers of women’s books describe for
their readers the ideal female attributes they suppose a good woman has: she is pious and
religious; she is submissive, humble, and obedient; she is under the triple masculine
authority of God, father, and husband, a domination necessary because both God and
nature have revealed that she is a weak and dependent being who needs control as well as
protection.21

18

According to William Gilphin‘s piece titled “Picturesque,” written in 18th century England, the qualities of
picturesque beauty include smooth surfaces and other aesthetically-pleasing qualities. The “picturesque” is beauty
that is agreeable in pictures. This type of beauty was introduced as an aesthetic ideal and informs beauty ideals even
to this day.
19
“Imperfections” may have been a woman’s vanity or impurity, and in 17th, 18th, and some 19th-century English
literature (see note 21), women were often criticized for using their beauty to cover up these negative qualities and
trick men into marriage. Using excessive beauty regimes was viewed as an act of dishonesty, depriving women of
their virtue and desirability. This reveals misogynistic mindsets from the time period.
20
Newton, Sarah. (1990). “Wise and Foolish Virgins: “Usable Fiction” and the Early American Conduct Tradition,”
140. Specifically, Newton argues that the influence of conduct literature on American fiction is the merging of
advice and fiction in a variety of texts.
21
Newton, Sarah Emily. (1990). “Wise and Foolish Virgins: “Usable Fiction” and the Early American Conduct
Tradition,” 143.
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From this, it can be gathered that beauty represents an embodiment of virtues that give women
value and simultaneously subordinate them in society.
At different moments of cultural and political flux in American history, such as in the
period following the American Revolution, we see femininity linked to politics and power, not
only as a way for men to claim their dominance in the public sphere, but also as an avenue for
women to assert their value as citizens. As Linda Kerber points out, this was the case for women
in post-revolutionary America:
Women who lived through a revolutionary era could not help but explore the new politics
for freeing them to develop their own relationships with the republic. Because the
revolutionary generation emerged into the republic with its system of law governing
relations between men and women largely intact, those who wished to reconsider the role
of women in the republic had little space to negotiate…The old civic republicanism,
developed in the Renaissance and transmitted through the British Whig opposition, made
property owning and arms bearing central to the political community; in that tradition,
women were the timeless representations of ambition, luxury, and lust; qualities
understood to effeminate were qualities to be feared. In this unfriendly theoretical
context, critics were able to develop their formal political claims to the compromise point
that I have called the politics of “republican motherhood”; that is, they could claim
political participation only so long as they implicitly promised to keep their politics in the
service of the men of their family, using it to ensure republican authenticity on the part of
their husbands and sons.22
Women negotiating their roles as citizens of the new nation had very little space to do so, as
gendered ideologies that prevented women from holding spaces in the public sphere were carried
into American social structures. In other words, women participated within the hierarchical
system dependent on the success of white men. Women who did not replicate ideal virtues were
looked upon by men and women alike as unfeminine, or those women to be feared and shamed
for desiring a life outside of their designated sphere.23 As a result, most women internalized their
22

Kerber, Linda. (1992). “The Paradox of Women’s Citizenship…,” 354.
Ed. Mary Louise Weaks and Carolyn Perry. (University Press of Florida: 1995). Southern Women’s Writing:
Colonial to Contemporary. “The Antebellum South”, 5.
23
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role as citizens in the private, domestic sphere, as Kerber points out, because their patriotic duty
as ‘mothers’ of the new nation, bearing morally educated citizens, was a sign of women’s
political participation.24 Regina Palm supports this claim, stating that “one of the most powerful
systems of thought was the domestic ideology, which held that a woman’s moral and spiritual
presence was key to not only a successful home but also to the strength of a nation.”25
Paired with the success of the Industrial Revolution, “the heavy burden of household
production and the immediate concerns with economic subsistence” endured by women of the
17th and 18th centuries was lifted.26 As men increasingly sought employment outside of the
home, women were left to take on primary roles as wives and mothers. A new shared
consciousness of women grew out of the American Revolution and republican motherhood
because, as Kerber suggests, the value of women’s domestic work could no longer be ignored.27
At this moment of transition moving into the nineteenth-century, republican motherhood evolves
into the Cult of True Womanhood, where again, ‘real’ women were those who lived up to the
expectations of their society by embodying the four ideal characteristics of femininity taught by
conduct literature in their daily lives. Women who did not embody these cardinal virtues were
not really women according to the Cult of True Womanhood. As feminist historian Barbara
Welter wrote:
The attributes of True Womanhood, by which a woman judged her-self and was judged
by her husband, her neighbors and society could be divided into four cardinal
virtues–piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity. Put them all together and they
spelled mother, daughter, sister, wife–woman. Without them, no matter whether there was
24

Kerber, Linda. (1988). “Separate Spheres, Female Worlds…” pg. 20. Also see Mary Louise Weaks and Carolyn
Perry. (University Press of Florida 1995). Southern Women’s Writing: Colonial to Contemporary. “The Antebellum
South”, pg. 6-7.
25
Palm, Regina. (2018). “All-American Girls: name,” pg. 1092, she says this and references Kessler-Harris, pg. 49.
26
Morantz, pg. 493.
27
Kerber (1988), pg. 20.
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fame, achievement or wealth, all was ashes. With them she was promised happiness and
power.28
The four major qualities that constituted true womanhood became embedded into the collective
conscience of women as the portrait of the ideal woman, and as social historian Regina Morantz
also suggests institutionalized the sphere of woman.29 In other words, a woman’s ability to
conform to ideal standards of femininity–of which beauty is intricately related–signified her
chances of achieving happiness and power.
However, unlike women in the revolutionary era, the Industrial Revolution provided
more opportunities for women’s education and work that scholars equate to the emergence of
different lifestyles among women of different statuses.30 For example, in “The Lady and the Mill
Girl,” Gerda Lerner says “When female occupations, such as carding, spinning, and weaving,
were transferred from home to factory, the poorer women followed their traditional work and
became industrial workers. The women of the middle and upper classes could use their newly
gained time for leisure pursuits: they became ladies.”31 She continues to point out that this
“image of the ‘lady’ was elevated to the accepted ideal of femininity towards which all women
would strive,” except the lower class.32 By contrast, Lerner and Morantz both argue that some
women experienced frustration towards the leisurely life of the lady. The combination of
educational, economic, and political activities of women ultimately led women to practice

28

Welter, Barbara. (American Quarterly 1966). “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” pg. 152.; also Women
in the South course notes; Antebellum women upholding this duty that emphasized “domestic skill, submissiveness,
piety, and moral rectitude,” pg. 5.
29
Newton, Sarah. (1990). “Wise and Foolish Virgins,” pg. 140. Also Morantz, Regina M. (1977). “Making Women
Modern: Middle Class Women and Health Reform in 19th Century America,” pg. 492-493.
30
Morantz (1977) and Lerner (1969).
31
Lerner, Gerda. (1969, ed. 1992). “The Lady and the Mill Girl…” pg. 38-39.
32
Ibid, pg. 39.
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domesticity “not as a cult, but as a science,” as Morantz puts it.33 Sara Evans argues something
similar, saying that “women would not…return happily to a life devoid of political dimension”;
instead, “republican motherhood offered a way to combine domesticity with political and civic
roles.”34 This was true for the cult of true womanhood, which became a vehicle for middle-class
women in reform movements, including the first women’s movement.35
In particular, “woman’s moral power” would be used effectively to “explore significant
and divergent outlets for female energies” in the nineteenth-century.36 On the one hand, “woman
was described as weak, sickly, dependent and ornamental,” and on the other, “she was exalted as
highly spiritual and morally superior–confined to the home, yet invested with genuine power and
responsibility within her sphere.”37 Fashion and health reform were two major areas that women
used their femininity to gain political power and significance. Each was construed as having
significant moral implications. One historian wrote that “self-help in health matters, public
hygiene, dietary reform, temperance, hydro-therapy and physiological instruction merged as
ingredients in a coherent and articulate campaign to save the nation by combating the ill-health
of its citizenry.”38 With more opportunities for education, women were urged to “take off the
shackles that have hitherto bound both body and mind, and rise into the newness of life.”39 In
addition, “some regular physicians linked fashionable female dress to female ill health, but
health reformers succeeded in making dress reform a moral imperative. Good health was
doomed, they argued, as long as women clung to the dictates of French fashion. They called
33

Morantz, pg. 493.
Nash, Margaret. (1997). “Rethinking Republican Motherhood,” pg. 172.
35
Lerner, pg. 39-40. Morantz.
36
Morantz, pg. 493.
37
Morantz, Regina. (1977), pg. 493.
38
Ibid., pg. 490.
39
Morantz, pg. 495.
34
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upon women to liberate their souls by freeing their bodies from the harmful effects of tight lacing
and long, heavy unhygienic skirts.”40 For example, women like Amelia Bloomer advocated for
changes to the restrictive nature of women’s fashion at the time. Her most influential work was
in connection with the health reformers of the century, suggesting that the restrictive nature of
women’s corsets and dresses presented health hazards, especially to women, such as those
working in factories, who now require more diverse clothing. She specifically rallied for women
to be able to wear pantalettes, now called “Bloomers” rather than long skirts.41 Her contribution
became significant in the movement for women’s rights in this period, influencing other women
to speak out against other restrictive practices in their society. In addition, “Health reform
journals pressed the issue. Lengthy technical descriptions of the damage wrought on female
anatomy by the corset appeared, complete with diagrams.”42 The level of political agency
achieved by women in the early 1800s can be observed in the structure of the corset, which being
made of cotton and other soft, less restrictive materials intending to produce a more
naturally-shaped figure, contrasted those that came before and after it (Figure 1).43 Those corsets
of the previous 1700s were heavily boned, creating a triangular-shaped form, while those of the
mid-to-late nineteenth century were also heavily bones, but with the intention of creating a
tiny-waisted hour-glass figure. 44

40

Morantz, pg. 495.
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/amelia-bloomer
42
Morantz, pg. 495.
43
https://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/collection/CS_256746.006.html
44
https://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/collection/CS_256746.006.html
41
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Figure 1: Early 1800s ladies’ corset from the Smithsonian “On the Water” Collection.

At the same time that the “cult of the lady” is emerging in the 1820s and 1830s, so too is
the first official wave of feminism in the 1830s and 1840s as widening educational opportunities
and a “consciousness of their own abilities...enhanced by their activities in reform movements of
the 1830’s” urged women to take action.45 For example, two white sisters–Sarah and Angelina
Grimké–spoke out against barriers of sex in their 1837 Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and
the Condition of Woman, although this was a rare occurrence. The year 1848 represents a very
important date in women’s history because it marks the very first women’s rights convention,
referred to as the Seneca Falls Convention, that called for the production of the Declaration of
Sentiments, a document modeled after the Declaration of Independence that had inspired more
progressive thoughts about fundamental rights in America. In this declaration, we observe that a
majority of the rights demanded by women connect back to having the right to elective franchise,
or the right to have representative voices in legislation. With this, women believe other injustices
45
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committed against women might be solved. For example, having a voice in the law means
having a better chance at having the right to divorce, property, money, education, employment,
etc., outside the confines of marriage. One part of the document goes as far to suggest that the
circumstances of marriage have made women morally irresponsible: “He has made her, morally,
an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes, with impunity, provided they be done in
the presence of her husband. In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience
to her husband, becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master–the law giving him power to
deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement.” This is a shocking claim considering
the reality that women were expected to have superior morality. It also shows one way women
used ideal femininity to create change, setting the tone for the future of feminism as it has come
to mean today as the first official document created in contrast to arguments that confined
women to the domestic sphere and ensured their inferiority.46
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Figure 2. The Declaration of Sentiments

In fact, Nancy Cott argues that feminism grew out of the separation of spheres as women became
more conscious. For example, “domesticity and feminism were linked by ‘women’s perception
13

of womanhood’ as an all-sufficient definition and of sisterhood as implicit in it.” 47 This new
shared consciousness was a precondition for feminism despite opening up certain avenues to
women based on their sex largely barricaded them from other social spaces.
By the mid-to-late 1800s, most Americans lived in urban areas, and the increasing
success of American manufacturing brought new tools like the typewriter, telephone, and
camera, each of which allowed for the expansion of print culture, including the mass circulation
of women’s magazines like Godey’s Lady’s Book and Ladies’ Home Journal .48 Similar to the
conduct and etiquette books, magazines had an integral role in perpetuating the norms and values
of society, offering women advice on how to behave according to conventional expectations.49
As Tabitha Kenlon notes in her book Conduct Books and the History of the Ideal Woman, “Both
are advisors on self-presentation. Both are concerned with what other people think. Both
acknowledge the importance of class and gender. But…etiquette books are guided by external
occasion, whereas conduct manuals address internal virtue….” She continues, “While conduct
manuals ask women to secure their places in society through their obvious and unimpeachable
virtue, etiquette books delineate paths to social acceptance through the performance of rituals
that involve displays of manners, not morality.”50 Thus, the key difference between the
traditional conduct manuals of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the etiquette
manuals and other literature of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is the shift of focus from
internal beauty to external beauty, with beauty representing a means of achieving a place in
47
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society rather than merely securing. Mass circulation magazines created home markets for
women’s cosmetics that would be of particular importance for women as makeup became an
even greater part of women’s lived experience. During the Civil War, ‘ladies,’ or those wealthy
white women, were meant to appear as ornamental through the impression of sitting inside all
day.51 Women achieved this through applying certain creams to make their complexion appear
lighter since having a tan was considered a quality of the lower class who had to do manual work
for survival. Also happening later in the century is the emergence of department stores (1875)
and ready-made clothing that presented avenues for both middle-class and lower-class women to
compare themselves. For example, new questions of social acceptance through external
appearance arose, such as “Am I fashionable enough?”
Although labor shifted significantly from the home to factories and opened up some
space for women’s roles in the public sphere, especially for lower-class women, the potential
threat of women workers contributed to the revival of the separate spheres concept in popular
reading. Women’s magazines in the nineteenth century emphasized the luxury of women’s
domesticity and undermined deviant efforts made by women. While more women took on
factory jobs, they were considered extensions of the home, such as the transfer or sewing to
machinery, and magazines served to teach women that work outside of the domestic sphere was
not as appealing as it seems. “It is no accident,” feminist historian Gerda Lerner wrote in 1969,
“that the slogan ‘woman’s place is in the home’ took on a certain aggressiveness and shrillness
precisely at the time when increasing numbers of poorer women left their homes to become

Ed. Mary Louise Weaks and Carolyn Perry. (University Press of Florida: 1995). Southern Women’s Writing:
Colonial to Contemporary. “The Antebellum South”, pg. 5-6.
51

15

factory workers.”52 For example, a March 1850 issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book features an article
titled “The Sphere of Woman,” which argues that women’s place in the domestic sphere is of
equal importance to men’s roles in the public sphere: “the prudent woman reigns in her family
circle, making happiness and every virtue possible, and spreading harmony and peace throughout
her domain….the woman who arranges her household, forms her domestic plans, watches over
the economy of her house, and wisely dispenses her means, spreads harmony, love, and peace
throughout the circle, and makes her husband, whom she loves, a happy prince over the happiest
domain.”53 The domestic sphere is romanticized in this description, framing domesticity as a
luxurious condition for women that is envied by men. In addition, the article claims that woman
“is dependent on nothing, save the love and attachment of her husband, for whom she procures
true independence ñ that which is internal and domestic….Thus, in a spirit of true independence,
he can devote his energies to great objects and become to the state what his wife has is to the
household over which she presides.”54 The rhetoric used in this article suggests women’s
freedom and true independence resides in their ability to conform to conventional roles of wife
and mother. As Lerner argues, the idea that woman’s place is in the home was no longer a reality
but a myth, “a longing for a lost, archaic world of agrarian family self-sufficiency, updated by
woman’s consumer function and the misunderstood dicta of Freudian psychology.”55 This
message was carried into the twentieth century, but as women continued to fight for their rights
and took on more diverse roles in society, the idea that being a mother and wife brought
happiness and power gradually transformed into the mystique of feminine fulfillment.
52
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Figure 3. The Sphere of Woman
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The Twentieth Century: When Beauty Becomes a Social Problem
…to look back to the first half of the twentieth century is to realize that its varied pop
culture…had one thing in common: a picture of women’s lives that was fraught with
contradictions, questions, and deeply mixed messages.56
–Zeisler
Moving into the twentieth century, the freedoms once desired by early feminists became
even more tangible. Similar to previous periods of political and cultural flux, the World War I
and World War II eras called for gender-role negotiations and allowed women to claim spaces in
the public sphere at unprecedented rates that were grappled with in the media.57 Overall, this
period was a time when women are getting the vote, becoming consumers, and being introduced
to makeup products. The vote held a particular value for women in the early twentieth century
who continued the fight started by first-wave feminists for the right to equality and autonomy,
and specifically, the right to control their own bodies and lives. One feminist historian states that
“Enfranchisement could mean the ability not only to react to a male agenda but also to introduce
and advance issues of particular concern to women, or as Wilma Meikle explained in 1916, to
‘win a political power which would secure, if not economic equality between the sexes, at least
economic independence for women.’”58 Thus, the turn of the century symbolizes exasperated
anxieties about the controversial “new woman,” which Katherine Anne Porter’s short story “The
Journey” captures in a description: “she was altogether too Western, too modern, something like
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the ‘new’ woman who was beginning to run wild, asking for the vote, leaving her home and
going out into the world to earn her own living…”59
The World War I era (1914-1918) saw nineteenth-century norms become destabilized as
thousands of women entered the workforce for the very first time, including college women and
married women.60 In contrast to media at the end of the nineteenth-century urging women to
remain in the home, messages to women during World War I urged them to enter the workforce
in response to a labor shortage, which on the one hand, reminded some women of the freedoms
they had once enjoyed, and on the other, introduced many others to a new experience of
autonomy outside of the home. For example, a newspaper article from 1918 titled “Women in
War Industries” argues “the close of the war finds women employed in practically every
industry,” from agriculture, construction and building trades, munition and war industries, as
well as transportation and others.61 Discussions regarding the potential influx of women into
branches of industry previously closed to them reveal anxieties about the “actual degree to which
women have replaced men.”62 By the end of the Great War, women were pushed out and
substituted for men, including those women who had not originally been hired on the basis of
supplying the male labor shortage.63 These decisions were largely made on the belief that the
working world belonged to men. Two different statements from this time were cited in an 1918
article on women’s industrial work and reflect these male-oriented mindsets. First, one firm
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asserted their opinion that “until steps have been taken to use all available skilled male labor in
war industries there can be no intelligent control of women in the industry.”64 Then, moving into
a relatively short post-war era, The War Labor Policies Board “sets forth its opinion that the
shortage of labor should be met in part by introducing women into those occupations easily filled
by them, and that they should not be employed in places or occupations clearly unfit for them,
either because of physical or moral conditions or youth. The placing of women in hazardous
employment and new occupations is to be regulated…the recruiting of mothers of young
children for war industries is to be discouraged.”65 Here, the notion that women are mothers and
wives first and foremost enabled men to push women out, and new policies were created to
ensure women’s lives could be controlled.
Similar debates about working married women were expanded to discussions regarding
the potential for women’s political participation after the war. During the war, some women took
on roles promoting social welfare, such as protecting women and child laborers by demanding
safer working conditions in factories and lobbying for better schools, juvenile courts, and divorce
laws. Yet, the idea of women acquiring political agency in areas other than those mentioned,
which could be construed as women’s moral obligation to the nation, was controversial. An
article from a 1920 issue of Ladies Home Journal reads “What Do Women Want With the Vote?”
highlights this reality. For example, one heading of the article reads “When They Forsook the
Ideal,” describing the changes in women’s roles during World War I, while another reads “The
Greatest Danger,” which reads: “By ALL odds the greatest danger of the new woman voter is
that she will carry sex into politics…There have been states in which women, after having got
64
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the vote, gave the impression of still fighting for it. When that is true, then instead of women’s
participation in politics, what we really have is Feminism in politics–the last thing in the world
most of us want to see.”66 The latter line implies that what this author really means is that the
greatest danger of women having the vote is the ability for women to redefine their roles and
achieve agency in a sphere originally designed for men. In other words, women’s political
participation would symbolize her freedom from male control. The potential of women taking
over the male sphere is really the biggest threat here and would continue to be a controversial
subject among both men and women throughout the wartime era.
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Figure 4. What Do Women Want With The Vote?

The growth of the woman as a new target consumer with inventions like electricity
provided new household appliances, such as refrigerators and vacuum cleaners, where
advertisements encouraged women to fulfill their domestic duties. However, similar to the period
following the Industrial Revolution, women in the war-time period took divergent paths with
their newfound sense of agency:
...the home has changed from a producing to a consuming unit…reflected…in employment
of married women…in the growth of social and church work…in the spread of adult
education, of culture and entertainment groups. In these circumstances, it is difficult to blame
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the married woman who is not content to remain a semi-idle dependent, but who seeks in
business an outlet for her talents and energies.67
For some women, the acquirement of women’s rights symbolized a means of gaining a new
independent identity. For example, women who at the end of the nineteenth century wore thirty
pounds of clothing were now “free to wear sleeveless dresses that ended at their knees, smoke
cigarettes, drink liquor, bob their hair, and even talk openly about sex.”68 Others, however,
considered the new freedom a “route to marriage,” or an “opportunity to find sexual satisfaction
within marriage.”69 Although more women were taking on jobs and participating in some public
spaces, once women were married, they were expected to abandon this ‘rebellious’ behavior and
assume their domestic roles once more. At this point, contraception was not yet advanced and
sexual activity of women was particularly frowned upon for young girls and single women,
contributing to messages in the media that emphasized women’s return to the old adjectives of
true womanhood. For example, in a 1923 issue of the popular women’s magazine Ladies Home
Journal, Corra Harris expresses her belief that some women are seen “acquiring a new set of
adjectives, such as ‘able,’ ‘efficient,’ ‘influential,’ ‘distinguished’” while others will return to old
adjectives, such as “‘meek,’ ‘matronly,’ ‘maternal,’ ‘kind,’ ‘domestic.’” 70
Between 1900 and the 1930s, the cosmetics industry underwent substantial changes with
makeup coming to symbolize women’s newly won rights. Women in World War I were
encouraged to be thrifty as they negotiated beauty while entering new roles that had traditionally
been reserved for men and were still widely considered ‘unfeminine.’ Yet, after World War I,
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women were seen wearing “heavy makeup that had formerly been the attribute of the harlot.”71
In fact, by the end of the 1930s, “makeup promised the fulfillment of consumerism, modernity,
and a female youthfulness which bespoke desires for economic, social, and sexual independence,
however much these were unattainable for most women.”72 On the one hand, makeup signified
women’s empowerment and even their role as US citizens while on the other, it was used to
guide women back to their old adjectives.
In early “women’s magazines, etiquette guides, and beauty manuals,” there was “advice
regarding ‘beautifiers’ that could be found in nature, made in the home, or purchased from a
chemist to improve a woman’s appearance.”73 The same was true in the first half of the twentieth
century, where etiquette books and women’s magazines from the time suggest more natural
forms of improving beauty that stem from conventional beliefs that women should be ‘pure’ and
‘pious.’ Despite women’s real advancements, including 47% of women attending college in 1920
compared to only 19% in 1900, images of women in popular culture emphasized the reversal to
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old adjectives.74 For example, several advertisements from
Ladies Home Journal (1920) portray conventional beliefs
about feminine attractiveness, such as expectations of
‘loveliness’ and good grooming. 75 For example, in the
POND’s advertisement titled “A few simple rules that bring
Loveliness,” the text reads: “Occasionally you meet girls who
are beautiful without effort; but most lovely people are lovely
because they know the rules. To make the powder stay on, to
prevent the roughness, dullness, lines–requires intelligent
care. Here are a few simple rules, approved by skin
specialists, which every woman would do well to follow”
(Figure 6). Giving women the ‘rules’ was a way to maintain
poise and perfect beauty despite the roles women took on. In
an advertisement for bone corsets (Figure 5), “suppleness and
poise” are defined as “first essentials to beauty.”76 It reads,
“womanly attractiveness, or beauty, depends largely upon
clean cut, upstanding, youthful appearance,” which can be
achieved through the corset’s illusion of a tight waist.

Figure 5. The NuBone Corset Company Ad (1920)
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Figure 6. POND’S Cold Cream & Vanishing Cream Ad (1920)

26

At the same time, some advertisements and articles work to ‘other’ those qualities of
females by deeming them the opposite of pretty, simultaneously implying they are unnatural or
unfeminine. As Charlotte Wright questions, “If beauty is truth, is ugliness falsehood and
deception? If all art need concern itself with is beauty, what need have we to explore in our
literature the nature and consequences of ugliness?”77 For example, one article titled “Why We
Get Fat and What to Do About It” suggests that having a body with a little bit of fat is something
that should be changed (Figure 7). In addition, the advertisement for pretty eyebrows suggests
even a woman’s grooming methods dictate her level of femininity (Figure 8). The article
explains that “eyebrows thicken with age,” and encourages women to use eyebrow tonic in order
to ensure her eyebrows remain pretty to keep her feminine attractiveness. If she doesn’t have
pretty eyebrows, is she a truly feminine woman? Finally, in Figure 9, the woman overhears what
men have said about her feminine odor and the advertisement suggests by using their product, a
woman won’t have to worry about her femininity being questioned by men. There is an
implication here that girls who follow the rules are lovely while those don’t, well, are
unpleasant.78
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Figure 7. Why We Get Fat...Ladies Home Journal, 1920

Figure 8. Pretty Eyebrows...Ladies Home Journal 1920

Figure 9. The girl’s story....Ladies Home Journal, 1920
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As cosmetics became more widely available and new inventions like makeup emphasized
external beauty, new efforts to assign rules for women were found in ‘updated’ etiquette manuals
as well. For example, the following section from Emily Post’s Etiquette (1922) highlights the
anxiety around makeup in the early twentieth century:
DON’T EXCHANGE A FACE FOR A MASK
To the modern generation, it must seem fantastic that not so very long ago all
make-up was considered wicked. Today the only restraint in the use of every time in the
cosmetic catalog lies in the answer to the question: Are you sure you are not exchanging
a face for a mask?
Don’t daub on rouge until you look as though you had inflammation of the cheek
bones. Don’t plaster your face with powder until it no longer has any semblance of skin.
Lipstick or lip rouge calls for a skilful hand and keen vision.
Remember that a mask can never take the place of a face. The face of a clown
is grotesque, for it is meant to be. If cosmetics are to add to beauty, they must be the
allies, not the enemies, of nature. For those whose eyebrows are too heavy or
straggling, plucking is to be commended, because neat edges tidy the face just as clipped
borders tidy garden paths.79 [emphasis added]
In this excerpt, Post provides women with advice on how to navigate the newfound freedom to
wear cosmetics that were previously deemed “wicked.” In the first sentence, Post warns her
“modern generation” of this crime to the face, suggesting that cosmetics are meant to add beauty
not take away from it, mimicking messages of 1920s magazine ads. In particular, though, Post
uses this word ‘grotesque,’ which often refers to bodies and individuals who are unpleasant to
look at and even disgusting, that magazines ads only allude to.80 At this point in time, although
there is an increasing focus on the external self, conventional beliefs about gender are seen
taking over mediums to control women’s use of cosmetics. Specifically, advice literature
attempts to preserve humanity under every make-up-filled face. However, in just a few short
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decades, the fear of having an ugly face or body in addition to the increased need to practice
‘self-surveillance’ and cover one’s true identity will be an even greater topic of consideration.
For example, Bordo refers to the “aesthetic ideal,” which is “an ideal whose obsessive pursuit
has become the central torment of many women’s lives.”81 Individuals who believe themselves to
be grotesque could attempt to change their natural beauty with new forms of cosmetic
technology.
While the media was being used to emphasize an upper-class culture catering towards a
life of luxury, loveliness, and domestic authority, it is also being used to question the femininity
of those excluded from this so-called privileged lifestyle, the working women. Prior to World
War II, the United States was hit with the Great Depression (1929), which exasperated the
division between women. Oftentimes, women who once dreamed of being traditional
housewives were unexpectedly forced to join the workforce to support their families. Although
the 1930s proved to be a time of switching gender roles as women took on factory jobs and other
“segregated, low-wage jobs” in a time of economic desperation, women in the 1930s faced
increased frustration towards working women as their husbands were unemployed and the
country’s economy was in shambles.82
Norman Cousins wrote an article titled “Will Women Lose Their Jobs?” that was
published on September 1st, 1939, suggesting “a widespread movement against working women”
was underway at the time in which there were “ten million jobs at stake.”83 At least twenty-two
states issued bills aimed at restricting the employment of married women, which Cousins argues
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shows “Americans…are against anything which might weaken the family as the traditional unit
of our civilization.”84 With increased tension on the topic of working women, married women
were especially targeted, with the media even aiming to turn single and married working women
against each other. For example, Cousins also points out that “the battle over women’s rights–and
it is precisely that–is being fought without unity among women. In addition to the single women
who advocate for eliminating married women from jobs are a great many ‘non-working’ wives
who feel that women have no place outside the home.”85

Figure 10. Kate Smith’s Opinion on Married Working Women, 1939

The impact of World War II on women’s roles in society marked a “postmodern frame of
women’s individuality.”86 For example, “the government’s Magazine War Guide had urged the
editors of women’s magazines to encourage women to get involved in civilian defense efforts
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outside the home.”87 This could have meant anything from wearing makeup in public to getting a
job or even becoming a nurse.88 Although there are debates over whether or not makeup helped
to politicize women, many point out that war propaganda from the period showed women in
increasingly patriotic roles, upholding American ideals of democracy and unity. In her article
“Making Up For War: Sexuality and Citizenship in Wartime Culture,” Page Delano argues
“throughout the war, makeup helped inscribe what Elizabeth Arden advertised as a ‘war face’ for
American women on the home front as well as in the theaters of battle” and continues to note
that “hardly an American text, poster, advertisement, or film of the era depicts a woman without
including her makeup–or connotating its meaningful absence.”89 For example, red lipstick
became the sign of democratic motherhood and women’s contribution to the war efforts.90 At the
start of the war in 1941, the New York Times called for women to boost the country’s morale with
the devastation of Pearl harbor in December by choosing ‘the right lipstick’–the right shade in
this case being a strong red color–for the Christmas holiday.91
Furthermore, an increasing emphasis on the outward display of beauty in the media
occurs as the entertainment and advertising industries assume an even bigger role in
mid-twentieth American culture, thus helping to create and popularize images of the ideal
woman.92 Zeisler argues that this specific time in history marks the “birth of what we think of as
87
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modern popular culture—the white-noise buzz of TV and radio and film and advertising.” 93 The
creation of new technologies, including the television in 1942, corresponded with World War II
and gave advertisers a new way of proclaiming messages to a large consumer audience,
specifically through commercials. This time, Zeigler notes, inventions are arising in a different,
and seemingly more optimistic, cultural environment than that of World War I:
There was a national sense of community fostered by the war; patriotic posters and
advertisements offered a romanticized picture of a triumphing America, and fatherly
voices came over the airwaves each night with news and dispatches from the front. There
was a new economic prosperity, thanks to the war-related commerce that had pulled the
United States out of the Depression of the 1930s. Finally, there were media that were
finding ever-new ways to market to potential audiences, with programming and
advertising that appealed to as many people as possible in one stroke.94
Women’s advertisements have served a major role in American society’s preoccupation
with the physical self, and despite leaps made in women’s evolvement into the public domain of
American life, have largely continued to shape the identities of American women, both in the
eyes of the public and themselves.95 Especially since the rise of celebrity culture in the 1940s and
1950s with the introduction of radio and television, there has been more social pressure in terms
of constant body surveillance and the need to appear ‘perfect’ at all times, especially in public.
Instead of using cosmetics to enhance natural beauty on the inside and out, they became a means
of covering up imperfections–those qualities women have been socialized to believe are
unacceptable.96 For example, the ideological construction of femininity through an “exaggeration
of stereotypically feminine traits” caused women’s bodies to become what Bordo calls “docile
bodies, “ or those “bodies whose forces and energies are habituated to external regulation,
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subjection, transformation, ‘improvement.’”97 Even more, beauty maintenance has become
ritualized so much that women don’t only feel the need to cover up in public but in PRIVATE
too.98
Researchers note that stereotypical traits were commonly accepted as “normal by the
viewing public.”99 In fact, “the images of gender presented in television shows tend to conform to
the ‘pictures’ of gender presented in commercials.” 100 And as a result, research also suggests, as
Katherina Linder argues,“that exposure to gender role stereotypes in advertising often influences
gender-stereotyped attitudes.”101 Advertisers hold the power to create ideas “about how [women]
are supposed to behave and the roles they are supposed to occupy within society.”102 This idea is
supported in a TED Talk by Roy Sutherland in 2009. Sutherland being an ‘ad man’ himself gives
the inside scoop as to what goes on behind the scenes in advertising. He asserts that impressions
are key to formulating people’s perceptions, or in other words, advertisers aim to add value to
their products by changing viewer perceptions rather than pulling from real values.103 Overall,
research suggests the gendered imagery in advertising “molds cultural ideals of appropriate
behaviors for men and women.”104 To further support this claim, researchers Allan and Coltrane
state “being exposed to consistent and repeated stereotypical gender images shapes cognitive
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structures, or gender schemes, and subsequently influences people’s perceptions of themselves
and of others.”105
A problem here is that societies begin to think collectively, therefore, losing sight of
individual experiences that are critical to combating discrimination. As one scholar argues,
“Across disciplines, there is ample evidence that shows how generalized, formal systems of
conduct emerge in societies as they increase in complexity.” 106 In other words, as the lives of
women became more complex, images of ideal beauty came to reflect generalized means of
outward beauty modification that I argue were institutionalized in a way through the heavy
influence of mass consumerism. This would ultimately foster the culture of conformity and ideal
image of the Suburban housewife that was popularized in the 1950s.
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The Internalization of External Beauty Standards: 1945-1970
In the fifteen years after World War II, this mystique of feminine fulfillment became the
cherished and self-perpetuating core of contemporary American culture.107
–Betty Friedan
Women caught between the end of World War II (1941–1945) and the beginnings of the
Cold War proved to have a difficult time navigating their roles as both a women and American
citizens. After the war, in almost every area of society, individuals worked to ensure that the
patriarchal structure would not be dismantled by women who they believed had gained too much
power during the war. Despite the reality that many husbands had returned home “to find that
women had been successfully running their households,” women were once again encouraged to
enthusiastically resume their subordinate position in public and private life, reluctantly giving up
their jobs and freedom to fulfill their domestic duties.108 Three million women were laid off from
their jobs and forced out of the workforce “back into the home to make room for men–for whom,
it was understood, the workforce was their rightful place.”109 In 1963, Betty Friedan wrote that
after World War II, “the image of the American woman as a changing, growing individual in a
changing world was shattered. Her solo flight to find her own identity was forgotten in the rush
for the security of togetherness. Her limitless world shrunk to the cozy walls of home.”110
The convention of conformity and growing homogeneity in 1950s American culture
formulated an ideal, standardized version of what it meant to be a woman, and even what it
meant to be an American. However, as Friedan points out, the contradictions of womanhood
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presented by what appears to be a completely new generation of girls under different war-time
circumstances that fostered different beliefs about woman’s place were widely unacknowledged
by the general public and especially avoided by women themselves:
For over fifteen years there was no word of this yearning in the millions of words written
about women, for women, in all the columns, books, and articles by experts telling
women their role was to seek fulfillment as wives and mothers…They were taught to pity
the neurotic, unfeminine, unhappy women who wanted to be poets or physicists or
presidents. They learned that truly feminine women do not want careers, higher
education, political rights–the independence and the opportunities that the old-fashioned
feminists fought for. Some women, in their forties and fifties, still remembered painfully
giving up those dreams, but most of the younger women no longer even thought about
them.111
The post-war economic boom posed opportunities for individuals to marry and have children,
which were desires previously put on hold during the Great Depression and World War II. Over
50 million babies were born between 1945 and 1960 while the age of marriage continued to drop
into the teens, fostering the professionalization of motherhood of the mid-twentieth century.112
There were 14 million seventeen-year-old girls engaged by the end of the 1950s.113
Getting married and having a successful career were seen as two competing things rather
than two mutually important and attainable aspects of a woman’s existence. The term “career
girl” becomes a dirty word in 50s and 60s as businessmen aimed to profit from women, targeting
them as consumers by creating the false impression that a woman’s true fulfillment comes from
her ability to succeed in three roles–wife, mother, sex object.114 From the beginning of the
post-war era, women in advertisements were represented “as either dutiful wives and mothers or
childlike sex kittens,” suggesting, one, that women’s place is in the home, and/or two, that
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women are objects for male pleasure.115 The further growth of suburban culture emphasized
homemaking as a full-time job for women, where women were conditioned to sacrifice their own
independent desires to care for their children and husbands. As noted in A Strange Stirring, “it
was not acceptable for a woman to want a job that would be satisfying enough to compete with
her identity as a wife or impinge on her husband’s sense that he was the primary breadwinner.”116
As Friedan claims, “a century earlier, women had fought for higher education; now girls went to
college to get a husband. By the mid-fifties, 60 percent dropped out of college to marry….”117
Starting at this time, feelings of dissatisfaction became somewhat more of a topic of
discussion, although before the publication of Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique (1963),
psychiatrists, doctors, and experts failed to voice the real problem women were having–a lack of
fulfillment.118 One article in the New York Times, July of 1954, documented “NEW THEORY
POSED ON WORKING WOMEN,” in which Dr. Whipple’s opinion, who was also mother of
three, argued that, due to changes in the traditional family structure which took away those who
relieved mothers of their domestic roles at times, the ‘modern’ mother “suffers from loneliness,
and remembers with nostalgia, the rosy period of her unmarried years. She believes life would be
more bearable if she could get a job.”119 This argument was in contradiction to those previously
given, connecting mothers’ desire to work outside the home was merely a result of new
machinery lessening their workloads at home.120 In other words, simply being a mother was not
enough for many women, but in the 1950s, this was a largely unspoken truth. As Friedan
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suggests, it was widely internalized that “if a woman had a problem in the 1950s and 1960s, she
knew that something must be wrong with her marriage, or with herself” (See Figure 11).121

Figure 11. Want him to be more of a man? Try being more of a woman. Mademoiselle, 1965

To make up for these largely unspoken issues, popular culture directed the attention to
women’s physical beauty, allowing women another illusion of having control over their
condition while encouraging her relative compliance. For example, the ideological construction
of femininity through an “exaggeration of stereotypically feminine traits” caused women’s
bodies to become what Bordo calls “docile bodies, “ or those “bodies whose forces and energies
are habituated to external regulation, subjection, transformation, ‘improvement.’”122 Especially
since the rise of celebrity culture in the 1940s and 1950s with the introduction of radio and
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television, there has been more social pressure in terms of constant body surveillance and the
need to appear ‘perfect’ at all times, especially in public. Instead of using cosmetics to enhance
natural beauty on the inside and out, they became a means of covering up imperfections–those
qualities women have been socialized to believe are unacceptable.123 Even more, beauty
maintenance has become ritualized so much that women don’t only feel the need to cover up in
public but in PRIVATE too.124

Figure 12. Hi-Fi Make-up Ad, Mademoiselle 1965 “He thinks I’m natural…”

With decreasing images of women in the media promoting higher education and careers
in the 1950s, women were urged instead, through the use of beauty products, to use their outward
beauty and conduct to gain the approval of others. In addition to landing a place in the celebrity
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spotlight, beauty became a form of a job for many ordinary women as well.125 For example, in
the period after World War II, three out of every ten women are seen dying their hair blonde and
eating chalk (Metrecal) instead of food to fit images of ideal femininity.126 In fact, “women dying
of cancer refused a drug which research had proved might save their lives - its side effects were
said to be unfeminine: “If I have only one life, let me live it blonde,” a larger-than-life-sized
picture of a pretty, vacuous woman proclaimed from newspaper, magazine, and drugstore ads.”127
In addition, since 1939, women shrunk three to four sizes; they were “out to fit the clothes,
instead of vice-versa.”128 Therefore, the portrayal of women’s bodies in magazines,
advertisements, and television with stereotypically feminine traits is inseparable from their
embodiment of gendered ideologies.
Several advertisements from the 1950s suggest that a woman’s beauty is her work,
suggesting outward maintenance to be a career in itself. Beauty products and “do it yourself”
methods of alteration became even more popular in the mid-twentieth century as magazines
framed them to be the way to a man’s heart. Specifically, the pages dedicated to “Make-up
Miracles” suggest this. One reads “Love grows on trifles–subtle yet provocative effects any girl
can achieve. Put your best face forward and that man will find it unforgettable,” while the other
reads “Beauty is work–thought, alertness, taste, attention to significant detail. All may be
acquired if the will to beauty is as strong as the wish.”129
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Figure 13. SweetHeart Advertisement, Cosmopolitan 1954

Figure 14. Make-up Miracles from Cosmopolitan 1954

Moreover, an article in “Make Up Miracles” consists of the following suggestions about
feminine beauty:
Queen Elizabeth was a vain lady…
Being a smart woman…She knew the world takes you at the value you set on yourself:
Believe you are beautiful…
How Elizabeth would have envied…the speed…you take on that irresistibly attractive
air–that fresh, wholesome spandy cleanness that is the foundations of the American
girl’s good looks and charm.
Thank your lucky stars you live in a time when you have so much to work with–a time,
moreover, when there is no stereotype of beauty and the modern eye is more often
fascinated by the singular than by a face of classic symmetry. Beauty now is not a gift
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you were born with; it is a matter-of-course miracle that happens every day at your
dressing table. It is an aura you create.
These specific lines reflect some of the ideas discussed earlier about the pressure on women,
with the increasing popularity and production of women’s beauty products at this time, to alter
their bodies to be beautiful, often conforming to beauty standards considered desirable according
to the gospel of women’s magazines published throughout the decade. This excerpt also reveals
what Bordo and Butler call the transition of femininity from a matter of beauty to a matter of
constructing.130 American beauty standards are moving away from the value of natural beauty, as
seen in the early 1900s, to a value of constructed beauty. A woman’s personal ability to improve
herself and perhaps her economic situation largely depended on her knowledge of beauty
regimes found in magazines.131

Figure 15. First page of Make-up Miracles, Mademoiselle 1954
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In contrast to the previous decade, the focus on mothers in the media, though
emphasizing the link between motherhood and domesticity, is more so concerned with the
daughter’s bad hygiene. This echoes previous discussions about mother’s roles in the health
reform of the nineteenth century. In both contexts, a woman’s hygiene was linked to her level of
attractiveness, which also informed her ability to succeed in a social context (see Figure 16). In
this, mothers are not blamed for delinquency as in previous generations but rather for her
daughter’s bad breath, which has ruined her daughter’s chances of landing a date at a social
party.

Figure 16. And her Mother was to blame...Listerine Advertisement, Cosmopolitan 1954

Further, the covers of Cosmopolitan 1956 reveal the prevalence of beauty in American
popular culture and the growing obsession with the physical self, as well as show the ways
magazines helped to promote ideal beauty expectations. First, the women that appear on the
44

covers have big bright eyes, flashy long eyelashes, voluminous and colored hair, smooth skin, a
youthful appearance, and bright smiles, already appearing to embody the beauty standards that
the magazine intends to teach this reader how to achieve on their own. Each woman, for
example, is also seen wearing makeup. In addition, some of the featured articles on the covers
highlight beauty regimes. On the cover from February 1956, the featured article is dental
cosmetics, urging “Now your teeth can be made beautiful” (Figure 17). The June 1956 issue
includes a number of beauty-related articles, including “The Most Beautiful Women in America”
and “Preview of the 1956 Bathing Beauties” (Figure 19). The photo album of beautiful American
women inside this issue showcases similar beauty expectations to those displayed on the covers.
In contrast to discussions of beauty, two articles address deeper realities, such as “Sexual
Problems of Beautiful Women” and “The Tragedy of Young-Girl Suicides.” Moving into the
1960s, topics like these would become even more prevalent in popular culture.

Figure 17

Figure 18

Figure 19
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Along with this is the focus on slender bodies, which is captured on the cover of April
1956 featuring an article titled “Are we Becoming A Race of Flabby Giants?” (see Figure 18).
This question reveals how female bodies are sites of anxiety in the mid-twentieth-century where
bodies also become aspects of the self that require improvement. This theme of body
reproduction and maintenance obsession foreshadows the quick reversal of body image standards
that occurred between the 1950s and 1970s, shifting from the voluptuous Marilyn Monroe to the
slender-bodied Twiggy.132 Bordo argues that an obsession with the slender body, achieved
through cultural practices such as dieting and exercise, posed an additional hazard to women’s
overall health, including mental health such as lowering self-esteem as well as physical health in
the event of high-frequency developments of eating disorders.133 In addition, some
advertisements from 1965 issues of Mademoiselle document the increasing value of the slender
body (Figures 22, 23, and 24). In these three advertisements, dieting is not necessarily the cure
but rather fashion-formal wear, similar to the concept of the corset that was popular in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

132

See Waldfogel, Sabra. (1986). The Body Beautiful, the Body Hateful: Feminine Body Image and the Culture of
Consumption in Twentieth-Century America. Also see Susan Bordo (2003) Unbearable Weight.
133
Bordo, pg. 170-171. Also Stephens, Debra Lynn, Ronald Paul Hill, and Cynthia Hanson. (The Journal of
Consumer Affairs 1994). “The Beauty Myth and Female Consumers: The Controversial Role of Advertising,” pg.
138, 142.

46

Figure 20

Figure 21

Figure 22

The increasing obsession with the physical self as well as its consequences will be even
more prevalent in the literature of the late 1960s and 70s with the influence of the Sexual
Revolution and Women’s Liberation Movement. The counterculture of the 1960s included
rebellious styles of dress, music, and drug use as baby boomers came of age and expressed their
dedication to democratic beliefs in equal rights and opportunities.134 The Sexual Revolution in
particular helped transform attitudes towards sexual expression as research began to challenge
traditional beliefs about sexual conduct by showing the reality of increased premarital sex,
infidelity, and homosexuality.135 The birth control pill was also introduced in 1960 as were
This is a time of political intersectionality with the Civil Rights Movement, Sexual Revolution, and Women’s
Movement as well as gay rights.
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treatments for sexual disease, which both helped to change attitudes about casual sex.136 The
Sexual Revolution aided the externalization of beauty in the mid-twentieth-century as sex-appeal
was embraced as a whole new aspect of feminine identity. Popular culture helped to foster this
ideal as sex became a new hot topic in movies, magazines, music, literature, and more, as
opposed to the blatant fear of sex prevalent in the previous decade.137
For example, some women’s magazines seemed to take on a whole new definition in the
1960s, including the notable examples of Playboy, Cosmopolitan and Mademoiselle.138 The
highly sexual themes found in advertisements, magazines, and other mediums started to frame
sex as just another consumer product.139 Thus, the value of external beauty continued to shape
the self-definition of many women as sexuality was embraced as another avenue of
self-expression. At the same time, the Women’s Movement called more attention to the
presentation of women in such mediums, which often generated criticism among both feminists
and “anti-feminists.” On the one hand, feminists pointed to the unrealistic expectations of
femininity that were being projected while anti-feminists discouraged women’s openly-discussed
sexual freedoms.
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When examining women’s magazines in this era of progressive thought and conflicting
ideologies of the 1960s and 1970s, women should not only be considered as a consumer, as
Atina Grossman suggests, but as a producer of social ideologies and trends as well.140 For
example, she says we must consider “the New Woman…as an agent constructing a new identity
which was then often marketed in mass culture, even as mass culture helped to form identity.”141
This ‘new identity’ was extended to include a more diverse perspective of female sexuality,
where for example, some magazines–Cosmopolitan has been one of the most prominent
examples–as well as books began including advice on how to improve a woman’s sex life,
extending to single women as well. This message was quite different from those from the 1950s
that limited a woman’s sex life to marriage, however, magazines continued to focus on outward
displays of beauty.142 Images of women embracing their reliance on men, and the increasing need
for men’s approval, presented in magazines and other areas of society resurfaced beliefs about
women’s inferiority as a sex; this time, it included her role as a sex object, which was framed in
opposition to the good wife (See Figure 23).143
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Figure 23. Marilyn Monroe–The Sex Symbol Versus The Good Wife.

By 1960, one-third of married women were working outside the home.144 Single women
are also revealed having active sex lives and going after their careers and dreams despite society
urging them to settle down with a husband right away. Additionally, though, these women often
had goals of using their beauty, or improving it, to work their way up in terms of social status,
either through acquiring a wealthy husband or winning a career in the entertainment or modeling
industries.145 Even “Movies, Broadway plays, and popular literature depicted women who had
prestigious or high-paying careers as ready to quit them the instant they landed a man.”146 Yet, as
more women entered the career world, women were increasingly encouraged by individuals like
Betty Friedan, Jacqueline Susann, and Helen Gurley Brown to pursue multiple passions in their
lives.
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The Dirty, Ugly Truth: Jacqueline Susann & Helen Gurley
Brown
And I wrote Valley of the Dolls–what it’s like for a woman to reach the top of Mount Everest in
show business…Sure Valley of the Dolls is a novel. That makes it fiction. But good fiction has
the ring of truth. And truth is not always tied up in pretty packages.”
–Jacqueline Susann, 1966
“So many people seem unable to differentiate between the words shocking and dirty. Truth is
often shocking. It is not dirty. Life is shocking at times…it is not dirty.
–Jacqueline Susann, 1966
“America’s best fiction and fact.”
Cosmopolitan, cover of February 1952
I was saying these ‘outrageous’ things that were true, and they didn’t like it…
–Helen Gurley Brown, 1996
“My magazine is not dirty.”
–Helen Gurley Brown,
Editor-in-Chief of Cosmopolitan
In her famous excerpt “The Problem that Has No Name,” from The Feminine Mystique
(1963), Betty Friedan addresses the problem and encouraged women, especially unfulfilled
middle-class women, to start seeking careers of their own in addition to filling the traditional
roles of wife, mother, and homemaker. She opens, stating:
The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women. It
was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suffered in the
middle of the twentieth century in the United States. Each suburban housewife struggled
with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material,
ate peanut-butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies,
lay beside her husband at night–she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent
question–“Is this all?”147
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Individuals like Jacqueline Susann and Helen Gurley Brown had similar thoughts to Friedan and
were actively seeking out careers while balancing their married lives and aggressively
encouraging other women to do the same. These are two women, who despite what their
mothers’ generation said about working women and mothers, went out and made careers for
themselves outside of being a wife or mother, and even did both at the same time. Additionally,
Jacqueline Susann and Helen Gurley Brown were two names that became famous in the 1960s,
not necessarily for literary merit, but for their representation of female voices, bodies, and
anxieties–for writing and publishing the truth without the permission of men. When
organizations refused to work with Susann or Brown, they described going out and getting things
done for themselves, such as going out and making people listen to what they had to say in order
to work their way up.
On the one hand, Susann is going out and selling her novel Valley of the Dolls, or what
several critics call “Valley” for short, on her own merit since many publishers deemed her work
‘too dirty’ and Susann herself “was considered something of a joke in literary circles.”148 “She’s
said to have sent every book distributor and clerk an autographed copy accompanied by a
personal note, and visited the teamsters at dawn in every city on her tour to offer Danish pastries
as they unloaded “Valley” from their trucks.” Despite Susann’s success as an author in terms of
sales–she had three consecutive best-selling novels–there has been a vast discussion in the media
regarding her literary talent and the case of her success.149 In 1968, the best-selling novel
received backlash in an article published in The Spectator. At first, the author, Clement Freud
called the work “the current market leader in fiction,” noting that it sold more than six million
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copies since its publication in 1966.150 In the preceding words of the article, he goes on to
undermine Susann’s intellectual capabilities as a woman author. Novels like Susann’s were
“contemporary novels” because, as Freud argued, they have “characters who become brazenly
involved in the sexual act in a way that publishers would have rejected out of hand five years
ago.”151 He says, “sex is selling,” which is a phrase the late 1960s and 70s was quite familiar
with and what Rodger Streitmatter deems ‘the media’s journey from repression to obsession’ in
his book.152
But—what many critics and even Susann herself argue is that Valley of the Dolls, which
had sales of 29 million and has said to be ranked “with the Bible as one of the most widely
distributed books of all time,” was not merely a product of her “relentless marketing,” or a “gay
cult”; instead, it became one of the best-selling novels of all-time because of the audience of
women, particularly young women, buying “Valley,” reading it, and beginning to believe that
“anything was possible…they could have interesting lives in exciting cities.”153 As a piece of
primary source material, “Valley,” although it is a work of fiction, provides insight into the real
experiences of women, especially capturing the destructive role physical appearance played in
the lives of women, and particularly of those in the spotlight. In addition to the novel’s sex
scenes that directly addressed female anxieties, Susann is also known for her explicit message
about drug use. For example, the “Valley” is full of dolls, those pills–pink and red and green
‘dolls’ that the characters (based loosely on the lives of Judy Garland, Grace Kelly and Marilyn
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Monroe) took to help them go to sleep, get up, lose weight and gain some semblance of a stable
existence.”154
On the other hand, Brown often equated her success, as well as the potential success of
her female counterparts, to that of a ‘do it yourself’ system in which women looked nice but also
made things happen for themselves. Brown says, “It’s about getting up in the morning, doing
your work, and doing it the best you can. Advertisers thinking I’m outrageously disrespectful of
young womanhood.”155 In other words, she did not sit around waiting for something to happen.
Instead, she went out and demanded to be heard, even if they, including advertisers, did not like
what she had to say.156 As one historian notes: “When it came to marketing Cosmopolitan, no one
was better than Brown herself. She was a dogged self-promoter and cheerleader for the
magazine, one whom a 1982 New York Magazine profile notes appeared on ‘just about every
television show that will have her.’”157 But, like Susann, the mere promotion of the magazine is
not why women read it so religiously. Rather, it was the message Helen Gurley Brown’s
compelling message to women that filled needs previously unmet by magazines and women’s
literature. One of Brown’s marketing strategies was “know your reader and always keep her in
mind”; she recognized (and liberated) the sexually active woman, single or married.158 Brown
also “had credibility with readers,” as Paula Hunt argues, “because [she] had actually lived and
practiced her own advice.”159
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By examining each of their best-selling works within the intersectional context of the
1960s, we can examine the integral role beauty plays in the lives of women, on the one hand,
through Susann's narrative about the harsh realities for women in entertainment, and on the other,
through Brown’s advice literature and editorship of one of the oldest and most popular women's
magazines in history.

Valley of the Dolls
Susann’s Valley of the Dolls documents the lives of three very different women–Anne
Welles, Neely O’Hara, and Jennifer North–over the course of twenty years beginning in 1945
and ending in 1965. Each of the characters are ambitious, ‘go-getter’ girls, just like Susann and
Brown were. Yet, each character’s experience also exhibits the stress society put on women’s
outward appearances and how increasing influences of the entertainment and advertising
industries contribute to self-loathing and external beauty as indicators of identity. As one scholar
admits, “Susann’s heroines were hardly paragons of autonomy: one kills herself rather than go
through a mastectomy; one is so addicted to sex and Seconals that she gets committed to a
sanitarium; one stays with a man who ostentatiously cheats on her. But Jennifer, Neely, and Anne
were also strong and ambitious and went after what they wanted.”160
In the women’s beauty magazine, Mademoiselle, an advertisement from 1950 states
tailored suits, “perfectly balanced for the little girl.”161 The phrase “little girl” was also frequently
used to refer to women in the novel Valley of the Dolls. This phrase has a naive or childish
implication although it is seemingly used to refer to short or petite women in the advertisement
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for tailoring women’s suits. It was often used in advertisements and other mediums to combat
new realities of women increasingly entering roles that were not so ‘little.’ Some of the female
characters in Susann’s books embody the ‘contemporary’ beliefs about women being capable of
juggling more than just their domestic role, such as perhaps being able to work a job and enjoy a
happy married life with kids if that is what she chooses. By examining Susann’s description of
the lives of women living through this time, we can observe how beauty and sexuality became
essential parts in the everyday lives of women, bordering on being down-right integral to the
existence of one’s identity and self-expression.
The main character of the novel is Anne Welles, whom the novel begins its timeline and
is hired in New York City for her very first job after deciding to leave her small town in the
suburbs where she was destined to be married. Upon arrival, the interviewer observes Anne
based primarily on her good looks, which are shocking. Henry Bellamy “couldn’t believe his
eyes. She couldn’t be for real. In her way, maybe she was one of the most beautiful girls he had
ever seen, and he was accustomed to beautiful girls. And instead of wearing the outrageous
pompadour and platform shoes that come into style, this one just let her hair hang loose, natural,
and it was that light blonde color that looked real. But it was her eyes that really rattled him.
They were really blue, sky blue–but glacial.”162 At this point, Anne’s beauty is described as
natural and more appealing compared to made-up starlet girls Bellamy is used to seeing in his
office. However, this would change for Anne towards the end of the book after she enters the
world of advertising as the face of Gillian makeup.
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Kevin, who was the Gillian ad-man that becomes Anne’s boyfriend, offers Anne the job
based on her “All-American” girl look. He suggests that Anne’s appearance is inviting for
ordinary women because they can look at her and feel that they can look like her, whereas other
women who looked more model-esque would steer them away.163 This changes her perception of
herself, which is reflected in one of her pensive thoughts towards the end of the novel: “She felt
undressed without the subtle pancake, the eye shadow and mascara.”164

Figure 24. Mademoiselle 1965
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In contrast to Anne’s natural beauty, the character Jennifer North embodies the
stereotypical feminine traits envied by women and desired by men. Susann describes her as
follows:
The girl was undeniably beautiful. She was tall, with a spectacular figure. Her white
dress, shimmering with crystal beads, was cut low enough to prove the authenticity of her
remarkable cleavage. Her long hair was almost white in its blondeness. But it was her
face that held Anne’s attention, a face so naturally beautiful that it came as a startling
contrast to the theatrical beauty of her hair and figure. It was a perfect face with a fine
square jaw, high cheekbones and intelligent brow. The eyes seemed warm and friendly,
and the short, straight nose belonged to a beautiful child, as did the even white teeth and
little-girl dimples.165
However, throughout the novel, Susann is explicit about the negative impact that keeping up this
seemingly perfect appearance has on Jennifer. Many times, her mother had told her that her body
was the only thing she had going for her: “It’s too late. You’re not nineteen. Look, you’re
lucky–you have a gorgeous face and the kind of body men go for...though your kind of figure
doesn’t last….Are you watching your weight?” Jennifer responds, “I’m very thin, Mother…” to
which her mother says, “I know, but don’t gain and lose. That’s the worst thing for your breasts.
Big breasts like yours are going to drop soon enough, and then they’ll be an eyesore. Make them
pay while you have them.”166 Jennifer came to internalize these messages, viewing her outward
appearance as her sole value. She thinks to herself, “That’s what a great body was for, to get
things you wanted.”167 She even experienced self-doubt despite her seemingly perfect body:
“Perhaps she just hadn’t appealed to Lyon. But that was ridiculous. She appealed to every
man. She dropped her bra and pants to the floor and stood before the full-length mirror.
She surveyed her body with clinical interest. It was perfect. She turned sideways and
examined the profile of her breasts. They were upright as ever. She folded her arms and
methodically did twenty-five breast-tightening exercises. She opened the medicine
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cabinet and took out the large jar of cocoa butter. With almost surgical precision she
massaged the butter into her breasts with gentle but firm upward strokes. Then, with
equal care, she creamed the makeup off her face. Once this was accomplished, she
opened another jar and put some cream under her eyes. She took a V-shaped plaster out
of a box and pasted it between her eyes, on the bridge of her nose. She did twenty-five
more breast exercises and slid into a nightgown.”168
This example shows the normalization of body-surveillance and the need for women to maintain
a certain image of perfection. Jennifer’s body was her identity, her claim to fame, her life.
If Jennifer’s mother didn’t tell her that enough, the entertainment industry did. For
example, the French filmmaker Claude told her: “A face and a pair of breasts! That’s all you
are...all you’ve ever been!”169 In the same scene, he tells her, “You have an extra ingredient. A
sweetness, a youthful sweetness that no French girl seems to have. They can be piquant,
mischievous, naive–but you have that American freshness. And that freshness. And that
freshness can only be retained by youth. A young face. Despite the golden hair and the sexy
breasts, there is something about your looks that conveys an impression of innocence, of
girlishness...almost of purity,” however, he ends with “but you’ve got to drop ten pounds.”170 In
an attempt to preserve her youth as a woman of entertainment transitioning into her mid-20s,
Jennifer goes through a number of medical treatments, including the “Sleep Cure” which was
meant as a quick and easy way to drop a few pounds, rest, and give off a youthful glow.171 After
receiving this treatment, Susann reveals that there was “Not a line in her face, and the tautness of
the skin gave a flawless appearance. She was sure she could pass Hollywood’s harshest
scrutiny.”172
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Despite these temporary fixes, towards the end of the novel, she is diagnosed with breast
cancer and finds out that she is going to have to lose her breasts. In the end, she decides she
would rather die than lose her breasts, which were an integral aspect of her identity, her stability,
her freedom, her worth. Thus, the role physical beauty and youthfulness played in women’s lives
is reflected in Jennifer’s character. For one, she must not have wanted to live without her boobs
because, in her mind, society would reject her. And two, she died at a young age before she could
allow the results of aging to settle in, and perhaps to protect the idealized image society had of
her.

Figure 25. Advertisement for Breast Implants, Cosmopolitan, 1973
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The character Neely was also an entertainer like Jennifer. She first began as a singer on
Broadway in the late 1940s then moved to celebrity status in the 50s with appearances in a
number of Hollywood films. As so, Neely also faced the pressure to uphold unrealistic beauty
expectations, such as having to lose or maintain her weight to prepare for shows and filming. For
example, Neely’s first husband, Mel, explains the situation to Jennifer one day after the move.
He says, “everything out here is a status symbol. Neely’s dieting now–is that a laugh?” to which
Jennifer responds, “Why? Has she gained weight?”173 Mel replies, “She weighs one hundred and
eighteen. She’s always weighed that. She’s five feet five–that’s a nice weight. But this
Casablanca–he wants her to lose fifteen pounds. Says her face will be more interesting and the
clothes will look better. She takes little green pills...doesn’t eat a thing.”174 Neely internalizes this
belief, exclaiming that she’s “going to be beautiful for a change!”175 After this, Neely is
continuously urged to lose weight and skip meals.176 Ultimately, Neely’s new Hollywood
stardom leads her to insistent use of drugs and alcohol, contributing to an unhealthy and unhappy
lifestyle.
For example, Neely’s time in Hollywood is when she began her decline as she turned
increasingly to the little dolls for support in the midst of an affair, a divorce, and a failing movie.
Her consistent drug and alcohol abuse started when she was told she had to lose weight but
couldn’t. Anne was the first to notice Neely’s changed disposition; it was much different than
when she had easily been able to lose the pounds for a show: Anne managed to conceal her
shock at Neely’s transformation. She had gained weight, her face looked puffy, and even though
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she wore an expensive suit, she looked seedy. Her nail polish was chipped, there was a run in her
stocking and she seemed rumpled. but most of all, there was something dead in her whole
countenance. Neely didn’t sparkle anymore.”177 Eventually, her Hollywood lifestyle led her close
enough to an overdose that she was committed to rehab. And in the end, Neely’s mindset about
the world had changed. She admits the truth about the harsh world women lived that was rarely
spoken aloud: “Guys will leave you, your looks will go, your kids will grow up and everything
you thought was great will go sour. All you can really count on is yourself and your talent.”178

Figure 26. Mademoiselle, July Cover 1965

177
178

Susann, pg. 301.
Susann, pg. 353.

62

Finally, the former Broadway star Helen symbolizes what has been called the ‘abject’
body in this novel, who has been cut to the curb in the entertainment industry due to signs of
aging. The novel describes Helen through the eyes of Anne: “Her figure was beginning to show
signs of middle age–the thickness through the waist, the slight spread in the hips. Recalling
Helen’s appearance in the past, Anne felt as if she were gazing at the cruel distortion of a
monument.”179 Even from the beginning, there are discussions about the potential replacement of
Helen with younger, hotter versions anxiously waiting and competing for a place in the spotlight.
One of the 1945 scenes reads: “Helen sat on a couch, sipping at a glass of champagne, sulking
with the unflattering childish pout. The stage makeup had caked and run, emphasizing the
wrinkles and forming unattractive little cracks on her face.”180 Throughout the novel, Helen’s
talent is undermined by her abject, aging body that made her a joke in the entertainment industry
as opposed to the shining star she was in her youth. This was the reality for women in the
mid-twentieth-century despite how little it was publicized.
When “Valley” was reprinted in the late 1960s, Susann added a prequel to her novel,
titled “My Book is NOT Dirty!” that provides a number of reasons why her novel might be
termed dirty but is not. She suggests that the novel was called this because she wrote the truth,
and that truth was shocking to many, especially since literature had not approached topics of this
sort in such a way before.181 The significance of Susann’s novel in the discussion of women’s
increasing sexual liberation sparked by the 1960’s Sexual Revolution is suggested in the decline
of the novel’s sales in the next decade, which some have said to perhaps indicate women’s
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increasing desire to read about “truly strong-willed women” as opposed to the female characters
in the novel.

Figure 27. Prequel to Valley of the Dolls (1966)
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HELEN GURLEY BROWN, THE REAL COSMO GIRL
Helen Gurley Brown had similar experiences to Susann’s in her life. She too was a
woman that wore many different hats. Brown was That Cosmo Girl she sold so well in her
magazine: “The Cosmopolitan message of the up-for-anything, go-getting, and sexually
adventurous feminine woman.”182 From starting out in secretarial work to writing her best-selling
book Sex and the Single Girl to becoming the Editor-in-Chief of her beloved magazine
Cosmopolitan, or what she liked to call Cosmo, Helen Gurley Brown did it herself and never
gave up on her dreams of success as a single woman or as a wife.183 In an article, Helen Gurley
Brown speaks of her own success as a single woman in the 1960s. She says, “my success was not
based so much on any great intelligence but on great common sense. Single girls always had
affairs and married women do see other men. Maybe what I did was relieve some of the guilt.
Then again, it’s the easiest thing in the world for me to write about things I do.”184 Overall, as her
best-selling book, editorship, and later publication of an etiquette manual suggest, Helen Gurley
Brown responded to the needs she saw in women and found ways to support those needs through
a formula of friendly advice on a variety of topics from beauty to parties to sex.
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Figure 28

In 1962, Helen Gurley Brown was able to write what had not yet been written, at least,
not within the context of single women, and she did so through real girl advice, not fiction.
Brown’s book Sex and the Single Girl that stayed on the best-seller lists everywhere for a year
and was published in 28 countries in 16 different languages highlights Brown’s progressive
moves towards women’s liberation in the 1960s and 1970s. If a woman was single, Helen Gurley
Brown suggests her life is fabulous, which greatly upset taboos surrounding the single woman.
However, Brown’s advice was still highly influenced by beliefs that women should be occupied
with ensuring her outward appearance is in the best shape possible, according to ideal standards
of beauty and sexuality, of course. She once said in an interview, “You look as good as you can,
and you get your self-esteem up to speed by working and being respected for your work. And
finally, you get it through your silly head, darling, that you may not be Cindy Crawford, but you
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don’t have to be. There is some man who will worship you if you do the right things.”185 Many of
the things a single woman was supposed to do, according to Brown’s book, were in contrast to
succumbing to the unfortunate situation of many married women that, at the time, was being
more openly discussed. The table of contents gives insight into what Brown believed women
should know about the “sex and the single girl” life (see Figure 29).

Figure 29. Table of Contents for Sex and the Single Girl.

The first chapter is titled “Women Alone? Oh Come Now!” With a hint of Brown’s
sarcasm, the first chapter already showcases the tone and voice of her book, that she says is “not
a study on how to get married but how to stay single–in superlative style.”186 She continues,
“You’re not too fat, too thin, too tall, too small, too dumb, or too myopic to have married women
gazing at you wistfully.”187 Yet, in some chapters like four and nine, Brown’s advice seems to
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uphold the idea that women must change themselves to be more appealing for others as well as
themselves. In “How to Be Sexy,” for example, Brown goes through a list of behaviors that she
says make women sexy and should be replicated by her reader as well as those qualities that are
“not sexy,” and thus, should be avoided.188 She notes at the beginning of this section that “Clean
hair is sexy. Lots of hair is sexy too….” but “hair under your arms, on your legs and around your
nipples, isn’t.”189 Some others include having clean teeth and fingernails, an expensive smell,
calculated speech, fitted clothes, as well as an energetic complexion and tone. The list goes on
and even extends to the idea that liking men is “is by and large just about the sexiest thing [a
woman] can do.”190
In the chapter “The Shape You’re In,” Brown emphasizes outward maintenance of the
body. For example, she asks, “And can you think of anybody who needs her glossy hair, waxen
skin, stalwart nails, shiny eyes, peachy cheeks, glassy tongue (sick tongues are furry), bouncy
step and racy blood more than a single woman? What you eat has only just everything to do with
them.”191 Here, she goes into advice for dieting and changing eating habits for women that were
said to improve a woman’s attractiveness (see Figure 31 and 32 below).192
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Figure 30. List of Foods and Approximate Grams of Protein.

Figure 31. Meal Plan from Sex and the Single Girl chapter, “The Shape You’re In”
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In addition, she pushes the importance of exercise, saying “That kind of workout could
make you smooth and sleek and glossy...your tummy flat enough to wear a bikini...your fanny
cute and asking to be patted...your head carried like a swan.”193 This statement to some extent the
mindset that women must be beautiful according to standards like having a flat stomach in order
to be wanted by a man either sexually and even to have confidence in herself. This chapter even
ventures to include ‘sexercise,’ or those exercises such as ones that helped develop pelvic
muscles, were meant to improve a woman’s sex appeal, revealing how sexuality became
embedded in definitions of beauty and desirability.194
In chapter ten, Brown discusses “The Wardrobe,” which reflects many of the ideas
connected to women’s expression of self in the public domain. For example, she says, “Lodged
in your pretty head somewhere is the image of how you’d like to appear to your public.”195
Throughout this chapter, Helen talks about how one’s taste comes through the way they dress,
and that one’s image should also be reflected in their dress. However, she also argues that many
women fall short, noting that the way this woman wants to appear should not be informed by a
man’s preference:
You should dress in a manner that preserves and strengthens it [your image]–makes it feel
cozy and secure! But how about men? Shouldn’t you dress to please them? One of the best
ways not to, in my opinion, is to let them get into the act. Why is it assumed just because a
man is a man he knows what you should wear? Do you tell him what to look for in a car?–a
subject on which he is undoubtedly more knowledgeable than you. Do you tell him how to
shave? The expert, it seems to me, is the woman who has spent years (most working women)
shopping for and buying women’s clothes, perusing fashion magazines and getting
acquainted with her figure and what it looks nice in.196
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Still, there are contradictions here as women are navigating new freedoms of expression but also
having to work within heteronormative, phallocentric society. On the one hand, Brown calls
women to be more independent and choose their own clothes. Yet, she also suggests that there
are certain social rules one must consider, such as her claim that a man “is undoubtedly more
knowledgeable” about cars than a woman. In other parts of the book, Brown describes how
women should engage in some reading on stereotypically ‘masculine’ topics in order to wow the
men they go on dates with by having engaging conversations, yet they could not be too educated
on the matters if they wanted to preserve their femininity.197 So, women transitioning to the late
twentieth century face the question of how to please themselves and please a man. For example,
although she argues that the expert is the woman, she also says, “Occasionally a man you truly
adore has a clothes preference, and you must humor him, of course.”198 And later continues to
provide “a group of rules” that she believes can help a woman acquire taste, or in other words,
“dress beautifully and please a man.”199
Moreover, Helen Gurley Brown became the editor-in-chief of Cosmopolitan
Magazine–the number one best-selling women’s magazine of the mid-to-late twentieth
century–and remained so for 32 years. The same label given to Susann’s novel was given to
Brown’s Sex and the Single Girl and later to Cosmo as well. In a 1996 interview episode of
Richard Heffner’s “The Open Mind,” Helen Gurley Brown is asked, one, how she got to where
she is, and two, why she thinks people have labeled Cosmo and her best-selling book ‘dirty.’
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Interviewer: Why did they think that it’s kind of a “dirty book”? In the last program, you
said we don’t use dirty words.
HGB: The religious right…they weren’t as much in the mid-60s…but people virtually
threw rocks at me! What was so outrageous I said? I said, well, you don’t have to be
married to have a good life. And if you happen to be having sex and not married, your
sex life is probably better than your married friends and you don’t have to feel guilty.
And if you’re having sex with a married and you weren’t, you didn’t have to go to the
kitchen, turn on the oven and put your head in….You know, when I started talking on
television, you couldn’t use the word “sex” on a show…There have been strides made by
women…but there’s still a lot of prejudice out there, a lot of fear of sex.200
This response mimics that of Betty Friedan when she discusses the phrase ‘career girl’ as a
‘dirty’ word as well as Susann’s response to critics saying that the truth isn’t dirty, it’s shocking!
Brown argues that, when critics call her opinion or image or work “dirty,” they really just don’t
want to accept the hard, shocking truth. Nancy Josephson calls her “the woman who brought the
single girl out of the sexual closet…the sophisticated big sister who told the girls it was OK to go
out and have a good time.”201
In addition, the discussion continues, talking about why Cosmopolitan in particular has
been criticized for its covers and sexual themes:
Interviewer: Why have you been attacked both as a feminist and anti-feminist?
HGB: Feminists in the beginning attacked the covers of Cosmo and the concept that a
woman should be a sex-object; for heaven’s sake! How rotten can you be to suggest such
a thing? … It’s fabulous to be a sex object. You’ve got to worry when nobody wants to go
to bed with you. [laughs] No, you don’t have to look like Claudia…but having someone
want you sexually is fabulous…I think it finally got it through their heads that we
acknowledge you can try to look as nice as you can and it’s not problematic in terms of
getting ahead in the world and being taken seriously. You’re apt to be taken more
seriously if you look good, so they kind of came off it a little…finally decided that men
are not the total enemy; the total enemy is you yourself...just get up and do something!202
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This conversation reveals how external beauty became a large indicator of a woman’s capability,
and how, through the use of beauty products, fashion, dieting, and other methods of outward
maintenance, she was expected to improve her chances of landing a job, man, or whatever they
wanted by creating a physical appearance that would be respected. Women’s outward appearance
came to reflect their ability to navigate society and achieve success. Yet, women’s identities were
meant to be constructed to please men, which in turn, would increase her confidence. “It’s
fabulous to be a sex object,” as Brown said. At least, this is the message many women were
being taught.
Brown’s magazine formula, according to Paula Hunt, was so that “if a reader felt a little
unsure about herself in an age of transformative social change, she could look to Cosmopolitan
and Helen Gurley Brown to provide her with guidance.”203 She continues, saying that “Story
ideas were organized into…eight categories: careers, male-female relationships, emotional
subjects, sex, medical, general interests, travel, and celebrity profiles. Emotional stories were
further broken down into major emotional, major non-emotional, and front-of-the-book
emotional.”204 However, as critics have noted, “she was not as forthcoming about other social
issues such as race…domestic violence and sexual harassment” in hopes of keeping the
magazine’s cheerful tone.205 Instead, many of the articles address more frivolous aspects of the
female experience, dealing with men, fashion, sex, big cities, and more. In 1971, Brown even
composed her own etiquette manual titled The Cosmo Girl’s Guide To The New Etiquette, which
provides insight to the kinds of things Cosmo girls were interested in reading about in the
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magazine since it was a compilation of articles from issues of the magazine itself (Figure 32). As
can be gathered, most of the articles chosen for inclusion address topics associated with how
women should change or improve themselves through displays of beauty, sexuality, and proper
etiquette in order to love themselves or be loved by others. One, for example, is “How I Please a
Man.”

Figure 32. Acknowledgements from The Cosmo Girl’s Guide to the New Etiquette including a list of article contributions.
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Further, in the foreword, Helen Gurley Brown discusses the meaning of “etiquette” and
how it has played a major role in the lives of women over the years, changing meaning as social
rules change (see Figure 33).206 Moreover, Brown’s convincing foreword mimics a note from
Emily Post in one of her renditions of her book Etiquette, suggesting that in response to new
realities, women’s magazines took on a similar formula to that of the etiquette book, being that
they attempted to provide women with advice on how to navigate social expectations both old
and new.207 Like in Sex and the Single Girl, Brown holds the belief that etiquette is reflected in a
woman’s appearance, which contributes to her self-esteem and level of respectability. Similar
ideas were also presented in women’s magazines of the 1920s, where loveliness was associated
with a woman’s knowledge of “the rules” of her society, and this superior knowledge was
displayed through calculated constructions of outward presentations. Although Brown’s advice
may not always be perfect, as the foreword suggests, it may help the girl who reads it. Some
scholars have found that etiquette books are appropriate for just that, as suggested by Seth
Abrutyn and Michael J. Carter in “The Decline in Shared Collective Conscience as Found in the
Shifting Norms and Values of Etiquette Manuals.”208 Rather than merely following the rules,
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Brown encourages women to “judge the situation on its merit” and make their own educated
decisions about proper etiquette depending on the circumstances. She recognized the necessity
for a rendition of etiquette in her changing cultural climate and made it happen. One piece of
evidence is the structure of Brown’s etiquette book. It is split into three sections: the private you,
the public you, and the libidinal you. To Brown, then, etiquette does not refer merely to a
construct of just private and public self but instead extends to include the libidinal self as well.
And although the contents of Brown’s etiquette manual do not necessarily discuss how these
three selves are interrelated, they do contribute to the message feminists pushed about reclaiming
sexuality as an integral part of feminine identity.
Still, a lot of the advice that can be found in this book involves improving one’s self to
meet ideal standards of beauty that were thought to contribute to a greater sense of confidence,
such as how to diet, how to wear makeup, how to please a man, etc. This confidence was that
which enabled women to assert their agency and demand respect, which contrasts earlier
American ideals of internal virtue. The use of cosmetics was now a form of etiquette to be
grappled with by women as a means of shaping identity and reputation–sometimes representing
the separation of inner and outer self.209
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Figure 33. Document created by me, replicated from Foreword as appearing in The Cosmo Girl’s Guide to the New Etiquette
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In some of the articles, we see how women’s bodies become even more vulnerable to the
gaze of society and self, and as a result, more and more messages encourage the language of
improvement. For example, this is prevalent in an article titled “Your Beautiful Body” by Gael
Greene:
Beauty is visual attractiveness. Beauty is also polite. Perhaps it simply never
occurs to you that the twenty-seven minutes you spend in front of your multibulb
makeup mirror applying all those perfumed balms and paints is not vanity but a
reflection of good manners. Perhaps you consider beauty care as competition or mere
survival, and good health as too mundane and boring to think about. Well, when Dame
Margot Fonteyn was interviewed on the eve of her fiftieth birthday about her
still-incredible youth and stamina, the seemingly ageless ballerina mused, “I suppose I
should get a face-lift. It would be much kinder to my friends.” Yes, her friends!
Your vitality and good looks indeed are a reflection of your kindness to the
world. The way you move and stand, your rosy, scrubbed-clean face artfully a blush says
you care. You have pride in yourself...you are, therefore, worth caring about. Nothing is
a clearer giveaway of severe depression than an abandoned body–the face ignored, the
hair a snarl, shapeless, soiled clothes. Loretta Young, with her ramrod posture and
perfectionism, would no more think of appearing on the street face-naked than
body-naked. “I owe it to the public,” she says.
You may not be a raving beauty. Accept yourself and improve what you are. To
abandon the project because you’ll never pass for Raquel Welch no matter how hard you
try is a cop-out. (Raquel didn’t look that way when she started either!) Invest in a
plain-girl power: inner dazzle, verbal dazzle, cerebral dazzle, libidinal dazzle. Work at it.
[...]
Good grooming is good manners. The priceless dividend of looking
smashing–and knowing you do–is that once you’re put together, you can direct your
attention outward. When you see the well-turned-out beauty in your three-way mirror,
you then relax and concern yourself with everything else around you.210 [emphasis added]
At first, the advice seems to hold conventional notions of beauty associated with the body and
feminine hygiene as a sign of good morals and manners, such as the phrase “good grooming is
good manners.” 211 However, this passage also suggests that, in order to truly love yourself, you
must be beautiful, but not beautiful in the sense of natural beauty. Rather, beauty is created by
210
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you “at your multibulb makeup mirror,” which is said to “improve what you are'' so that you can
be “worth caring about.” And despite evidence connecting cosmetics to low self-esteem, the
tone of agency in this excerpt suggests that cosmetics can provide women with a newfound sense
of control over their identities through the maintenance of their outer appearances and bodies.
Greene even hints at the introduction of new technologies like the face lift that enable women to
cover up signs of aging, implying that by doing so, she reflects her kindness to the world, or
really, her newfound confidence.

Figure 34. Excerpt from The Cosmo Girl’s Guide to the New Etiquette, “Why I Wear My False Eyelashes to Bed.”
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Another one of the articles titled “Why I Wear My False Eyelashes to Bed” by Laura
Cunningham reveals the impact of cosmetics on self-esteem (see Figure 34).212 In this,
Cunningham speaks of her false eyelashes as essentials to her feminine identity. Without her
makeup, she does not feel beautiful but rather plain and rather undesirable, so much so that she is
willing to sleep in her cosmetics. The language she uses is especially self-degrading at the end of
the page, she says, “You probably need fewer cosmetics than I do. I admit I am a dramatic case.
Because of the seriousness of my condition, however, I have become extremely adept at
camouflage.”213 Thus, more and more, girls are being taught to cover their imperfections,
transform their identities, and cater their appearance towards the idealized notions of beauty not
only in public but in private too. Whether engaging in such beauty regimes like wearing fake
eyelashes to sleep allowed some women to feel better for a little while, there is substantial
evidence to suggest the role of ritualized beauty maintenance in long-term declines of
self-esteem and positive body image among women.214
One other important fact about Cosmo’s etiquette is that, despite newfound sexual
freedoms of the 1960s and 1970s, sex remains a highly constroversial topic, which is reflected in
the titles “How to be a Virgin with Style and Grace,” “How Sexually Generous a Girl Should
Be,” and “The Etiquette of Not Getting Pregnant.” In addition, a woman’s sexuality was still
highly dependent on phallocentric belief-systems, such as that a woman must please a man to
please herself. In the 1970s, several feminist scholars urged women to take back their power and
create their own language by writing their bodies, their selves, their identities, and their
212
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differences outside of patriarchal traditions. As Hélène Cixous (1976) claims, “Almost
everything is yet to be written by women about femininity: about their sexuality, that is, its
infinite and mobile complexity, about their eroticization, sudden turn-ons of a certain
miniscule-immense area of their bodies…”215 Cixous is just one scholar of many
others–including Virginia Woolf (1929), Audre Lorde (1978), Susan Bordo (2003), Judith Butler
(1990) and others–who suggests that women writing their own individual experiences–the
truth–has the power to challenge the phallocentric order:
“Writing has been run by a libidinal and cultural–hence political, typically
masculine–economy; that this is a locus where the repression of women has been
perpetuated, over and over, more or less consciously, and in a manner that’s frightening
since it’s often hidden or adorned with the mystifying charms of fiction; that this locus
has grossly exaggerated all the signs of sexual opposition (and not sexual difference),
where woman has never her turn to speak–this being all the more serious and
unpardonable in that writing is precisely the very possibility of change, the space that can
serve as a springboard for subversive thought, the precursory movement of a
transformation of social and cultural structures.”216
Although neither Susann’s or Brown’s efforts were perfect, each of their works does in fact
represent the experiences of women in a quickly changing cultural and political atmosphere, and
as so, contribute to their liberation by providing stories, advice, and words of encouragement to
women who just needed a ‘friend’ they could relate to. Each of them took on controversial topics
and spoke about them openly and unapologetically, changing the game for future generations of
women even as definitions of beauty and sexuality have shifted. Before the strides of women in
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the late twentieth century, women were still largely expected to be completely happy in domestic
lives but writing about new potential lives for women was a significant part of a new emerging
generation.
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Conclusion: Concerns with The Contemporary Woman in the Age of
Social Media
Overall, this dissertation argues that standards of beauty can be extremely physically,
emotionally, and mentally destructive, especially when unrealistic expectations of physical
appearance are often advertised and promoted as the social norm. This was the case in the
twentieth century and is still the case today. When a young girl looks at a picture of an influencer
(or ten) on Instagram looking a very similar way, with a thin waist and perfect face, she asks
herself “Why don’t I look like that?”
There is a wealth of evidence that supports claims in reference to the psychological
effects of ideal beauty, as promoted in magazines and advertisements on both ordinary women
and celebrity women. Young girls are still reported sky-rocketing rates of low self-esteem, with
56% of women noting they are dissatisfied with their overall appearances according to
Psychology Today. In addition, females experience eating disorders, body phobia, and other
problems arguably associated with the unrealistic beauty standards of American culture. For
example, in 2003, Bordo recognized the increasing prevalence of anorexia, hysteria, and
agoraphobia in response to the expansion of visual culture.217 Stephens, Hill, and Hanson
reported in 1994 that eleven million women and one million men experienced eating disorders in
the United States.218 Since then, the numbers have increased to 20 million women and 10 million
men.219
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Celebrity figures participate in the marketing of beauty ideals through product campaigns
and partnerships. Yet, their campaigns are often for profit rather than promoting authenticity and
confidence in young individuals. For example, in “Can You Handle My Truth?: Authenticity and
the Celebrity Star Image,” Erin Meyers suggests that magazines and other media outlets provide
audiences with the illusion of authenticity in celebrity star images, however, they often stray
from the real truth. Meyers quotes David Marshall, who says “the power of the celebrity...is to
represent an active construction of identity to the social world.”220 Celebrities like the
Kardashians have served as examples of beauty icons in today’s culture. However, the alarming
reality is that each one of them has undergone some type of physical enhancement from the
construction of a tiny waist and big boobs to having a nose job and full-time beauty team.
Ordinary women and men also contribute to unrealistic beauty expectations as many job
occupations have become entirely beauty-oriented. Social media and new forms of cosmetic
rituals, such as plastic surgery, have further exasperated the obsession with the physical self in
today’s culture. Social media has become an extension of advice literature, certain ones working
and acting as etiquette manuals. Numerous new mediums, such as Tik Tok and YouTube, have
emerged and there are new platforms being created daily; the options are virtually limitless for
ideologies to be communicated to even broader audiences. With the rise of social media
influencers, promoting beauty ideals through the sale of products has become a part of virtually
every American woman’s daily life with smart phones and increased use of technologies.221
Although some major companies like Aerie attempt to change the toxic culture of unrealistic
Myers, pg. 895.
These “influencers” are getting paid by all kinds of brands to sell their products, often promoting unrealistic
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beauty standards perpetrated by social media and the modeling industries, there continues to be
an obsession with stereotypically feminine traits like the slender body, long eyelashes, smooth
skin, hairless bodies, colored and voluminous hair, manicured nails, and more.222 Now, however,
new methods of altering natural beauty have been introduced, such as the recent trend of getting
fillers, which can be injected into one’s face in order to smooth areas and present a more youthful
look or to achieve a fuller lip appearance. Methods of anti-aging such as botox and clinical
facials, such as chemical peels, are being used more and more often by women of younger ages
in hopes of achieving “selfie-ready skin.” Women are also seen dying their hair as well as buying
fake hair to be sown into their heads to achieve hair with a long, thick, healthy look.
In addition, there are also methods of altering one’s outward appearance to fit standards
of beauty without actually changing one’s physical self. For example, there are body-altering
apps like Facetune that allow individuals the freedom of Photoshop from the comfort of their
beds. Further, other mediums like the use of snapchat filters allow individuals to take on a certain
mask or cover, which have been linked to decreased confidence when filters are not being used.
Some of these include ones titled “smooth skin” and “long eyelashes.” Artificially created beauty
has largely been sought after by many men and women in this society although it remains a
controversial subject among scholars.
Further research can continue to explore other areas of this subject as they become even
more prevalent in today’s contemporary American culture with the introduction of new mediums
and platforms, new technologies, and arguably, new ideologies. From my findings and personal
experiences, ideal beauty is destined to change meaning across boundaries of race, class, gender,
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and ethnicity as well as in response to circumstances of political and cultural flux in the future.
Increasingly, outward beauty finds itself at the center of women’s lives as our culture continues
to transition to a visual narrative with the influence of technological advancement. Thus, the
increasing obsession with the construction of the self to meet standards of perfection as defined
by various mediums will exasperate despite divergent expressions of self through makeup and
other beauty regimes that have existed for years. New inventions allow for new opportunities to
construct identity. In addition to calling for further research on this highly important subject of
ritualization of beauty, new arguments regarding the extent to which beauty ideals are
perpetrated across the world in response to globalization should also be considered with findings
regarding the negative impacts of advertisements meant to sell beauty products through images
of stereotypically beautiful women.223
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